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1
VEHICLE CONTROL SYSTEM

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention relates generally to apparatus for providing
vehicle control information to occupants in a vehicle.

BACKGROUND

Various vehicle devices perform functions in vehicles that
are controlled by switches accessible to the driver of a
vehicle, otherwise known as vehicle controls. The vehicle
controls may include, but are not limited to, analog/mechani-
cal controls and/or switches and digital controls and/or
switches where the terms switches and controls are used
interchangeably. Some typical vehicle controls may include,
without limitation, windshield wiper switches, turn signal
switches, radio switches, hazard switches, instrument panel
lighting dimmer switches, exterior vehicle lighting switches,
vehicle trip computer switches, climate control switches,
window defroster switches, heated seat switches, and any
other switches known to those with skill in the art. The vehicle
controls are typically located on or close to an instrument
panel of the vehicle within reach of the driver while seated.
For example, the windshield wiper switches and the turn
signal switches may be located on control stalks that are
located between the steering wheel of the vehicle and the
instrument panel. The exterior vehicle lighting switches may
also be located on the control stalks or may be positioned on
the instrument panel.

Unfortunately, while the driver is sitting in the vehicle,
some of the vehicle controls may be partially or completely
blocked from the driver’s vision. The lack of the ability for the
driver to identify the vehicle control may be further compli-
cated when the driver is operating the vehicle because the
driver’s attention may be focused on the road and not on the
vehicle control. Additionally, each vehicle design may be
unique where the vehicle controls are differently positioned
for each vehicle model. Moreover, as additional vehicle func-
tions are added to vehicles, more corresponding vehicle con-
trols may also be added. These additional vehicle controls
may also be positioned in locations that are not easy for the
driver to access, identify, or understand how to use.

Therefore, it may be desirable to have the vehicle controls
replicated in an alternate location that make it easier for the
driver to identify the vehicle controls that the driver may need
to access or may be touching. Additionally, it may be desir-
able to allow the driver or occupants in the vehicle the ability
to modify the mode of the vehicle device performing a
selected vehicle function from the replicated vehicle control.

SUMMARY

In an embodiment, a vehicle control information system
may comprise a control device, a processing device, and a
display device. The control device may have a plurality of
positions and may be configured to transmit at least data
regarding a first position of the control device when an object
(e.g., a hand of a driver) is proximate to the control device.
The processing device may be configured to receive at least
the data regarding the first position from the control device,
identify the control device transmitting the data, and transmit
at least the data regarding the first position of the control
device and identity of the control device. The display device
may be configured to receive at least the data regarding the
first position and identity of the control device from the pro-
cessing device, visually display a virtual control having a
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plurality of positions corresponding to the plurality of posi-
tions of the control device, showing at least the first position
and identity of the control device, and allow adjustment of the
plurality of positions of the virtual control to at least a second
position of the virtual control, wherein the second position of
the virtual control is different from the first position of the
virtual control.

In an embodiment, a vehicle control system for a vehicle
may comprise a control device, an audio-capture device, and
a processing device. The control device may have a plurality
of positions and may be configured to transmit at least data
regarding a first position of the control device when a hand of
a driver is proximate to the control device. The audio-capture
device may be configured to capture audio commands and
transmit data containing the audio commands. The process-
ing device may be configured to receive at least the data
regarding the first position from the control device, identify
the control device transmitting the data, receive the data con-
taining the audio commands from the audio-capture device,
match the audio command to a predefined command from a
set of predefined commands specified for the control device
transmitting the data, and transmit a signal to a vehicle device
having a plurality of modes, wherein the signal sets a current
mode of the vehicle device based on the audio command
when matched with the predefined command.

In an embodiment, a vehicle control system for a vehicle
may comprise a control device, a camera, a processing device,
and a display device. The control device may have a plurality
of positions and may be configured to transmit at least data
regarding a first position of the control device. The camera
may be configured to capture an image including at least the
control device and transmit the image data. The processing
device may be configured to receive at least the data regarding
the first position from the control device, identify the control
device transmitting the data, receive the image data from the
camera, determine whether an object (e.g., hand of a driver) is
proximate to the control device, and transmit at least the data
regarding the first position of the control device and identity
of the control device when the hand of driver is proximate to
the control device. The display device may be configured to
receive at least the data regarding the first position and iden-
tity of the control device from the processing device, visually
display a virtual control having a plurality of positions corre-
sponding to the plurality of positions of the control device,
showing at least the first position and identity of the control
device, and allow adjustment of the plurality of positions of
the virtual control to at least a second position of the virtual
control, wherein the second position of the virtual control is
different from the first position of the virtual control.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are included to pro-
vide a further understanding of the invention and are incor-
porated in and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate
preferred embodiments of the invention and together with the
detail description serve to explain the principles of the inven-
tion. In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an embodiment of a vehicle
control system.

FIG. 2 is a rear perspective view of the interior of a vehicle
illustrating an instrument panel with a steering wheel assem-
bly removed, a partial view of a door panel, a partial view of
a ceiling, and a rear-view mirror assembly.

FIG. 3 is perspective view of the side of a vehicle with a
driver-side door open showing a partial view of the interior of
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the vehicle, including a partial view of a driver’s seat assem-
bly, a partial view of the driver-side door panel, and a partial
view of an instrument panel.

FIG. 4 is partial cross-sectional view of an embodiment of
a control device having an infrared proximity sensor.

FIG. 5is apartial cross-sectional view of an embodiment of
a control device having a capacitive proximity sensor.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Reference will now be made in detail to embodiments of
the present invention, examples of which are described herein
and illustrated in the accompanying drawings. While the
invention will be described in conjunction with embodi-
ments, it will be understood that they are not intended to limit
the invention to these embodiments. On the contrary, the
invention is intended to cover alternatives, modifications and
equivalents, which may be included within the spirit and
scope of the invention as embodied by the appended claims.

Referring to FIGS. 1-3, an embodiment of a vehicle control
system 10 located in a vehicle 12 may comprise a control
device 14, a processing device 16, and a display device 18.

Referring now to FIGS. 1-5, the control device 14 may be
configured to set a desired mode of a vehicle device 20. The
control device 14 may be located any where in the interior of
the vehicle 12, such as, but not limited to, an instrument panel
assembly, a steering column assembly, a center console
assembly, a vehicle seat, a rear view mirror assembly, an
overhead console, a sun visor, and a door panel assembly. In
an embodiment, the control device 14 may be positioned in
the interior of the vehicle 12 such that the control device 14
may be within reach of a hand of a driver sitting in a driver seat
in the vehicle 12. As seen in FIGS. 2-3, some examples of
various control devices 14 that may set the modes for the
related vehicle devices 20 may include, but are not limited to,
the windshield wiper switch 14, that may set the speed of a
windshield wiper system 20, a vehicle headlamp lighting
switch 14, that may turn on or oft the vehicle exterior lighting
system 20, a first bank of switches 14, that may set various
modes of a vehicle information system 20, an instrument light
dimmer switch 14, that may set the intensity of the interior
lights in the vehicle 20, a climate control switch 14 that may
set the various modes of the vehicle’s climate control system
20, a second bank of switches 14 that may set the mode of
various vehicle functions 20, such as, but not limited to, a
vehicle’s hazard lights and heated seats, a seat adjustment
switch 14, that may set the position for a seat 20 in the vehicle
12, a vehicle lock switch 14 that may set the open/closed
mode for the vehicle door locks 20, a vehicle window switch
14, that may set the position for a window 20 of the vehicle
12, a sunroof switch 14,, that may set the position for a
sunroof/moonroof 20 of the vehicle 12, and a mirror adjust-
ment switch 14, that may set the position for the side mirrors
20. Although several examples of various control devices 14
have been provided in detail, other control devices 14 and the
related vehicle devices 20 may be known to those with skill in
the art and may be incorporated into the vehicle control sys-
tem 10 in accordance with various embodiments of the inven-
tion.

The control device 14 may include a mode switch 22 and a
proximity switch 24. The mode switch 22 may have a plural-
ity of positions. Each of the plurality of positions may be
related to a specific mode of the vehicle device 20. For
example, in an embodiment where the control device 14 is the
windshield wiper control device 14,, the windshield wiper
control device 14, may have a position related to an intermit-
tent mode of the windshield wiper vehicle device 20, another
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position related to a low speed mode of the windshield wiper
vehicle device 20, and another position related to a high speed
mode of the windshield wiper vehicle device 20. Although
various positions of the mode switch 22 of the windshield
wiper control device 14, are mentioned in detail, the control
device 14 may comprise any number of positions that may be
related to any number of modes of the vehicle device 20 in
accordance with various embodiments of the invention. The
mode switch 22 may be changed from a first position to a
second position, where the second position is different than
the first position. The position change may be actuated by an
object, such as an appendage from any of the occupants in the
vehicle, including a hand of a driver. When the mode switch
22 is changed from the first position to the second position,
the control device 14 may be configured to send a first signal
26. The first signal 26 may include, but is not limited to, data
regarding the first position, data regarding the second posi-
tion, data regarding the identity of the control device 14,
and/or data that the object may be proximate to the control
device 14.

The mode switch 22 may be an analog switch or a digital
switch as known to those with skill in the art. For example, an
analog switch may have a plurality of positions where each
position may have a separate electric circuit. One position of
the analog switch may be the active position. The active
position completes an electrical circuit, or in other words,
closes the electric circuit. The remaining non-active positions
do not complete their related electric circuits, or in other
words, the non-active electric circuits remain open. Addition-
ally, an analog switch may have a plurality of positions where
each position has a different electrical resistance, or in other
words, variable resistance. Alternatively, a digital switch may
have a plurality of positions and may be configured where a
change from one position to the next position generates a
pulse and a direction of the pulse. The number of pulses and
the direction of the pulses may be detected and calculated to
determine a delta change in position relative to the active
position to adjust the position of the control device 14 from
the first position to the second position. Although various
embodiments of mode switches 22 are mentioned in detail,
the mode switch 22 may comprise any number of various
mode switches 22 as known to those with skill in the art and
in accordance with various embodiments of the invention.

The proximity switch 24 may detect when the object may
be proximate to the control device 14. The proximity switches
24 may open or close an electrical circuit when the object is
proximate to the control device 14. The status of the electrical
circuit may be used as data that the proximity switch may
have detected the object. That data may be transmitted by the
control device 14 in the first signal 26.

The proximity switch 24 may be an infrared switch or a
capacitive switch as known to those with skill in the art. For
example, referring to FIG. 4, an embodiment of the proximity
switch 24, may use a passive infrared switch. The passive
infrared proximity switch 24, does not generate any auxiliary
infrared light. Instead the passive infrared proximity switch
24, may have an infrared sensor 27 that may detect the infra-
red energy that radiates from any object with a temperature
above absolute zero. The infrared sensor 27, such as, but not
limited to a phototransistor, of the passive infrared proximity
switch 24, may further be configured to focus on a range of
infrared energy. For example, the infrared sensor 27 may be
calibrated to focus on the range of infrared energy typically
emitted from humans. The passive infrared proximity switch
24, may also be configured to detect infrared energy that is
only within a predefined distance from the infrared sensor 27
of'the passive infrared switch 24, . This may allow calibration
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of'the passive infrared proximity switch 24, to detect infrared
energy only when the object having a predefined range of
infrared energy is within the predefined distance from the
infrared sensor 27. For example, the infrared sensor 27 of the
passive infrared proximity switch 24, may be configured such
that the object must be substantially close to the control
device 14 or actually touching the control device 14. As the
object having the predefined range of infrared energy is
within the predefined distance from the infrared sensor 27, the
infrared sensor 27 may detect the infrared energy and the
control device 14 may transmit a first signal 26 that the object
may have been detected.

In another embodiment, the proximity switch 24 may use
an active infrared proximity switch 24,. Similar to the passive
infrared proximity switch 24,, the active infrared proximity
switch 24, may have the infrared sensor 27 for detecting
infrared energy that radiates from objects. In addition, the
active infrared proximity switch 24, may also have an infra-
red emitter 28 that transmits infrared light. The infrared sen-
sor 27 may detect reflections of the infrared light transmitted
by the infrared emitter 28 and determine whether the object
may be proximate to the control device 14. The infrared
sensor 27 and the infrared emitter 28 may be configured to a
specific frequency range to reduce false readings due to back-
ground light.

In another embodiment, the proximity switch 24 may use a
capacitive proximity switch 24, as seen in FIG. 5. The capaci-
tive proximity switch 24, may detect when the object may be
proximate to the control device 14 by detecting minute
changes in capacitance around the capacitive proximity
switch 24,. For example, an insulator 30, such as the wall
thickness of a knob on a control device 14, may have an inside
surface 32 coated with a conductive layer 34. The inside
surface 32 coated with the conductive layer 34 may be the
non-visible surface to occupants in the vehicle (otherwise
known as a “B-surface” 32). The conductive layer 34 may be
charged with a small voltage 36 creating a uniform electro-
static field 38. When an occupant of the vehicle 12 touches an
outside surface 40 visible to the occupant (otherwise known
as an “A-surface” 40) opposite the B-surface 32 that may be
coated with the conductive layer 34, a capacitor may be
formed and may disrupt the uniform electrostatic field 38.
Any disruption in the uniform electrostatic field 38 may be
monitored by a sensor 39 and when the disruption exceeds a
predefined tolerance threshold, the control device 14 may be
configured to send the first signal 26 having data that the
proximity switch 24 may have detected the object.

The proximity switch 24 may be positioned anywhere on
the control device 14 where it would be likely to be in contact
with the object that may be proximate or actuating the control
device 14. For example, the proximity switch 14 may be
located substantially close to the mode switch 22. Therefore,
when the object is proximate to the mode switch 22 of the
control device 14, the proximity switch 24 may detect the
presence of the object. In another example, the proximity
switch 24 may be integrated with the mode switch 22. As seen
in FIG. 5, the mode switch 22 may have a housing or knob
configured to act as the insulator 30 that may need to be
touched to actuate the mode switch 22 from the first position
to the second position. Therefore, in order to actuate the mode
switch 22, the object may also be detected by the proximity
switch 24. Although an example of an integrated mode switch
22 and proximity switch 24 is provided in detail, the mode
switch 22 and proximity switch 24 may comprise various
integration designs as known to those with skill in the art and
in accordance with various embodiments of the invention.
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Referring back to FIG. 1, the processing device 16 is an
apparatus configured to receive input data from the control
device 14, an audio-capture device 42 (described in more
detail below), a video-capture device 44 (described in more
detail below), and/or the display device 18, execute instruc-
tions, and generate output to either or both, the display device
18 and the vehicle device 20 related to the control device 14
that sent the input data from the first signal 26.

The input data from the control device 14 may include, but
is not limited to, data regarding a mode of the mode switch 22
of'the control device 14, data regarding whether the proximity
switch 24 detected that the object was proximate and/or
touching the control device 14, and data regarding the identity
of the control device 14. Additionally, the processing device
16 may determine the identity of the control device 14 by
identifying the physical connection path from which the pro-
cessing device 16 received the first signal 26. For example, if
a plurality of control devices 14 are connected to the process-
ing device 16, each connection may be identified for a par-
ticular control device 14. Upon receiving data from a specific
connection, the processing device 16 may also identify the
control device 14 that sent the input data via the specific
connection.

The processing device 16 may receive input data from the
audio-capture device 42 which may include captured audio
data regarding audio commands from occupants in the
vehicle 12. Upon receiving data from the audio-capture
device 42, the processing device 16 may use sound compari-
son techniques to determine if the captured data may contain
predefined audio commands as known to those with skill in
the art. For example, the processing device 16 may compare
the captured data received from the audio-capture device 42
to predefined audio commands stored in a memory of the
processing device 16 to determine what audio commands
were spoken by the occupants of the vehicle. In an embodi-
ment, the processing device 16 may be configured to set the
position of the control device 14 that sent the signal, set the
position of a virtual control 46 (described in more detail
below) on the display device 18, and/or set the mode of the
related vehicle device 20 based on the audio commands that
are recognized. Although an exemplary embodiment of a
sound comparison technique is mentioned in detail, any num-
ber of various sound comparison techniques as known to
those with skill in the art may be used in accordance with
various embodiments of the invention.

The processing device 16 may receive input data from the
video-capture device 44 which may include captured video
image data obtained by the video-capture device 44. The
processing device 16 may use the input data containing the
captured video images to determine whether the object may
be proximate to the control device 14 using video processing
techniques as known to those with skill in the art. For
example, the captured video-images may be compared to
pre-existing images stored in the memory of the processing
device 16 and the differences between the two images may be
extracted. When the object becomes proximate to the control
device 14, the shape of the object may be extracted and the
object’s position determined. Based on the object’s position
relative to the known position of the control device 14, the
processing device 16 may determine whether the object may
be proximate or contacting the control device 14. Although an
exemplary embodiment of a video processing technique is
mentioned in detail, any number of various video processing
techniques as known to those with skill in the art may be used
in accordance with various embodiments of the invention.
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The processing device 16 may also receive input data from
the display device 18 that may include, but not limited to, data
regarding the virtual control 42 (described in more detail
below) displayed on the display device 18. In embodiments
where the display device 18 may be integrated with other
components in the vehicle 12, such as, but not limited to,
navigational units, radio, DVD players, infotainment sys-
tems, and telematic devices, the input data from the display
device 18 may also include data relevant to the general func-
tion of those components.

The processing device 16 may output to the vehicle device
20, which may determine a mode from the plurality of modes
available for the vehicle device 20. The processing device 16
may provide the output to the relevant vehicle device 20 via a
second signal 48. For example, when the windshield wiper
switch control device 14, is set to a position of low speed, the
processing device 16 may set the windshield wiper assembly
vehicle device 20, to a mode of low speed via the second
signal 48. Although an example of an output to the vehicle
device 20 is provided in detail, the output to the vehicle device
14 may comprise various outputs to vehicle devices 20 in
accordance with various embodiments of the invention.

In embodiments where the control device 14 is an analog
device, the processing device 16 may receive conflicting
input data regarding the current position of the analog control
device 14 and the current position of the virtual control 46.
The processing device 16 may be configured to output the
most recent changed position, either received from the analog
control device 14 or the virtual control 46, to the related
vehicle device 20 in accordance with an embodiment of
invention. For example, if the occupant in the vehicle 12
changes the position of the virtual control 46 from the first
position to the second position, the processing device 16 may
output the mode that corresponds with the second position to
the related vehicle device 20 even though the analog control
device 14 may still be set on the first position. In this example,
the position of the analog control device 14 and the virtual
control 46 may be in conflict. The processing device 16 may
be configured to match the current position of the virtual
control 46 and the corresponding mode of the vehicle device
20 upon the object becoming proximate to the analog control
device 14. Although an example of instructions on how the
processing device 16 may process conflicting data between
the analog control device 14 and the virtual control 46 is
mentioned in detail, any number of instructions may be pro-
grammed as known to those with skill in the art in accordance
with various embodiments of the invention.

The processing device 16 may output to the display device
18 which may determine the current mode of the display
device 18, including, but not limited to, what may be currently
visible on a screen of the display device 18. The processing
device 16 may provide the output to the display device 18 via
a third signal 50. For example, the processing device 16 may
receive the first signal 26 from the control device 14 where the
first signal 26 contains data regarding the identity of the
control device 14 and current position of the control device
14. The processing device 16 may then execute instructions
based on the data received via the first signal 26. Examples of
various instructions may include, but are not limited to, deter-
mining the identity of the control device 14, determining
which vehicle device 20 is related the identified control
device 14, determining whether a second signal 48 should be
transmitted to change the mode of the vehicle device 20 to
match the corresponding current position of the control
device 14 and/or virtual control 46, determining whether a
third signal 50 should be transmitted to the display device 18
to visually display the virtual control 46, and/or determining
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whether a third signal 50 should be transmitted to change the
position of the virtual control 46. If the processing device 16
determines that the mode of the vehicle device 20 must be
changed, the processing device 20 may then output the nec-
essary second signal 48. Although various examples of
instructions are mentioned in detail, other various instruc-
tions as known to those with skill in the art may be pro-
grammed and used in accordance with various embodiments
of the invention.

The processing device 16 may comprise any type of pro-
cessor or multiple processors, a microprocessor known as a
single integrated circuit, a plurality of integrated circuits,
and/or any suitable number of integrated circuit devices
working in cooperation to accomplish the functions of the
processing device 16 as known by those of skill in the art.
Circuitry for accomplishing the functions of the processing
device 16 and/or implementing the instructions referenced
above in a control algorithm can be readily provided by those
having ordinary skill in the art after becoming familiar with
the teachings herein. The processing device 16 may also
comprise a memory component and may store one or more
instructions on the memory component. In an embodiment of
the invention, the processing device 16 may be integrated
with other apparatus existing in the vehicle. For example,
embodiments of the processing device 16 may have the pro-
cessing device 16 integrated with an Electronic Control Mod-
ule (ECM), a telematic system, or other apparatus with pro-
cessing capabilities known to those with skill in the art. The
processing device 16 may also be a processor dedicated to the
vehicle control system 10.

Referring to FIGS. 1-3, the display device 18 may be a user
interface that may be configured to send and receive informa-
tion to and from the driver and/or other occupants in the
vehicle 12. The display device 18 may provide audio and/or
visual information to the occupants of the vehicle 12. The
display device 18 may receive information from the driver
and/or occupants of the vehicle by audio or physical input,
including, but not limited to voice input, buttons and knobs,
and/or touch screens. It will be understood by those of skill in
the art that the display device 18 may take many forms in the
vehicle 12, including, but not limited to radios, infotainment
systems, video displays, navigational systems, and telematic
systems. The display device 18 may be connected to the
processing device 16 and may receive data from the process-
ing device 16 via the third signal 50 to determine the current
mode of operation for the display device 18.

In an embodiment, the display device 18 may have a
screen. The screen may be configured to display a plurality of
virtual controls 46, where each virtual control 46 from the
plurality of virtual control 46 may correspond with the con-
trol device 14 that transmitted the first signal 26 to the pro-
cessing device 16. The virtual control 46 may have a plurality
of positions which may correspond to the plurality of posi-
tions of the control device 14 that transmitted the first signal
26. Additionally, the virtual control 46 may be configured to
display a first position of the virtual control 46 that corre-
sponds with the last known active position of the related
control device 14. The occupants in the vehicle 12 may
change the position of the virtual control 46 from the first
position to a second position, where the second position is
different from the first position. In an embodiment when the
screen is a touch screen configured to receive input from the
occupants in the vehicle 12, the occupants may touch the
virtual control 46 displayed on the screen to change the posi-
tion of the virtual control 46. In another embodiment, the
display device 18 may have buttons or knobs which may be
configured to change the position of the virtual control 46 that
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is actively displayed on the screen of the display device 18. In
another embodiment, the position of the virtual device 46
may also be changed by audio commands spoken from occu-
pants in the vehicle 12. The display device 18 may be config-
ured to receive data obtained from audio commands which
may be captured from the audio-capture device 42 (described
in more detail below).

The display device 18 may be configured to enter a teach-
ing mode. The teaching mode may provide information to the
occupants in the vehicle 12 regarding the control device 14
last touched or currently being touched by the occupants in
the vehicle 12. For example, the screen may be configured to
display an illustration of the control device 14 that transmitted
the first signal 26. The illustration may include, but is not
limited to, a description of the control device 14, a description
of each position of the mode switch 22 of the control device
14, instructions on how to change positions of the mode
switch 22 of the control device 14, a description of the func-
tion of the related vehicle device 20, a description of the
plurality of modes of the related vehicle device 20, and/or a
picture/illustration representing the location of the control
device 14 in the vehicle 12. In addition, the display device 18
may also be configured to provide this information audibly.

Referring to FIGS. 1-2, the vehicle control system 10 may
further include the audio-capture device 42 in accordance
with an embodiment of the invention. The audio-capture
device 42 may be configured to capture audio commands
from the occupants in the vehicle 12 and transmit a fourth
signal 52 containing data of the captured audio commands to
the processing device 16. The audio-capture device 42 may be
operably connected to the processing device 16. The audio-
capture device 42 may be a microphone or other type of sound
capturing device as known to those with skill in the art. In an
embodiment, the audio-capture device 42 may be integrated
with the telematic system in the vehicle 12, such as, but not
limited to, a hands-free cellular phone system. In an embodi-
ment, the audio-capture device 42 may be integrated with the
display device 18. In an embodiment, the audio-capture
device 42 may be a dedicated device for use with the vehicle
control system 10. In an embodiment, the audio-capture
device 42 may be positioned in a rear-view mirror assembly
54. Although various embodiments describing the type of
sound capturing device and the position of the audio-capture
device 42 in the vehicle 12 are mentioned in detail, the type
and position of the audio-capture device 42 may include other
types of sound capturing devices and positions in the vehicle
12 in accordance with various embodiments of the invention.

Still referring to FIGS. 1-2, the vehicle control system 10
may further include the video-capture device 44 in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention. The video-cap-
ture device 44 may be configured to capture video images of
an area surrounding the control device 14 and transmit a fifth
signal 56 containing the data of the video images to the
processing device 16. The video-capture device 44 may be
operably connected to the processing device 16. The video-
capture device 44 may be a video camera, digital camera,
infrared camera, or other type image capturing device as
known to those with skill in the art. The data containing the
video images obtained from the video-capture device 44 may
be used to determine if the object may be proximate to the
control device 14. The data obtained from the video-capture
device 44 may be used as a replacement to the data provided
by the proximity switch 24 in the control device 14. Alterna-
tively, the data obtained from the video-capture device 44
may be used in conjunction with the data obtained from the
proximity switch 24 in the control device 14. The video-
capture device 44 may be positioned anywhere in the interior
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of'the vehicle 12 where a field of view 58 of the video-capture
device 44 is configured to include at least one control device
14. The field of view 58 may be large or wide enough to
include a plurality of control devices 14. The video-capture
device 44 may be positioned near the ceiling of the vehicle 12
with the field of view 58 directed generally downward. In an
embodiment as seen in FIG. 2, the video-capture device 44,
may be located near an A-pillar of the vehicle 12. In an
embodiment as seen in FIG. 2, the video-capture device 44,
may be located near the rear-view mirror assembly 54. The
video-capture device 44, may also be integrated with the
rear-view mirror assembly 54. In an embodiment, a plurality
of'video-capture devices 44 may be utilized having a plurality
of field of views 58, 58, configured to capture video images
of different control devices 14. For example, both the video-
capture device 44, located near the A-pillar and the video-
capture device 44, located near the rear-view mirror assembly
54 may be utilized to obtain the plurality of field of views 58,
58, which may capture video images of different control
devices 14. Although various embodiments describing the
types and positions of the video-capture device 44 in the
vehicle 12 are mentioned in detail, the types and positions of
the video-capture device 44 may include other types of image
capturing devices and positions in the vehicle 12 in accor-
dance with various embodiments of the invention.

The foregoing descriptions of specific embodiments of the
present invention have been presented for purposes of illus-
tration and description. They are not intended to be exhaus-
tive or to limit the invention to the precise forms disclosed,
and various modifications and variations are possible in light
of the above teaching. The embodiments were chosen and
described in order to explain the principles of the invention
and its practical application, to thereby enable others skilled
in the art to utilize the invention and various embodiments
with various modifications as are suited to the particular use
contemplated. The invention has been described in great
detail in the foregoing specification, and it is believed that
various alterations and modifications of the invention will
become apparent to those skilled in the art from a reading and
understanding of the specification. It is intended that all such
alterations and modifications are included in the invention,
insofar as they come within the scope of the appended claims.
It is intended that the scope of the invention be defined by the
claims appended hereto and their equivalents.

What is claimed:

1. A vehicle control system for a vehicle, the system com-

prising:

a control device attached to an instrument panel of the
vehicle and having a plurality of user-selectable posi-
tions, the control device configured to transmit data
regarding a first position of the control device when a
hand is proximate to the control device, the control
device being additionally configured to control the
operation of a corresponding vehicle device by a user’s
selection of at least one position;

a vehicle device, configured to be controlled by a person’s
manipulation of the control device;

a camera configured to capture an image that includes the
control device and a user’s hand proximate to the control
device, the camera being additionally configured to
transmit captured image data, the captured image data
comprising image data of the control device and image
data of the user’s hand proximate to the control device;

aprocessing device coupled to the control device, the cam-
era, a plurality of other user-operable control devices
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attached to a plurality of other interior portions, and
coupled to the vehicle device, wherein the processing
device is configured to:
receive a first signal from the control device;
receive the captured image data from the camera and
determine from said captured image data whether the
user’s hand is proximate to the control device; and
transmit signals regarding the first position of the control
device to both the vehicle device and to a display
device; and
a touch-sensitive display device coupled to the processing
device, wherein the display device is configured to:
receive from the processing device, signals regarding the
first position and identity of the control device;
visually display an illustration of the control device
attached to the instrument panel, the illustration of the
control device being a virtual control for the vehicle
device and a functional replication of the control
device attached to the instrument panel, the virtual
control having a plurality of user-selectable virtual
positions corresponding to the plurality of positions
of the control device attached to the instrument panel
and showing at least the first position and identity of
the control device attached to the instrument panel;
and
allow adjustment of the virtual control using the touch-
sensitive display to at least a second position of the
virtual control, wherein the second position of the
virtual control is different from the first position of the
virtual control, wherein adjustment of the virtual con-
trol to the second position causes a corresponding
change in the operation of the vehicle device.
2. The system of claim 1, wherein the first position of the
control device is an active position.
3. The system of claim 1, wherein the control device is
configured to be operably connected through the processing
device to a vehicle device having a plurality of modes,
wherein a position of the plurality of positions of the control
device is related to a mode of the plurality of modes of the
vehicle device, and wherein the display device is operably
connected to the vehicle device, wherein a position of the
plurality of positions of the virtual control is related to the
mode of the plurality of modes of the vehicle device.
4. The system of claim 3, wherein the display device visu-
ally displays an explanation of a function of the vehicle device
which is related to the control device that transmitted the data.
5. The system of claim 3, wherein the processing device is
configured to set a mode from the plurality of modes of the
vehicle device based on the most recent data regarding the
position of the control device or the virtual control.
6. The system of claim 1, wherein:
the control device is further configured to transmit data
regarding a second position of the control device after
the control device is adjusted to the second position,
wherein the second position of the control device is
different from the first position of the control device;

the processing device is further configured to receive data
regarding the second position of the control device, gen-
erate output regarding a corresponding second position
for the virtual control, and transmit output regarding the
second position of the virtual control; and

the display device is further configured to receive output

regarding the second position of the virtual control and
visually display the virtual control showing the second
position.
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7. The system of claim 1, wherein the control device addi-
tionally includes a capacitive proximity switch configured for
detecting when a hand is proximate the control device.
8. The system of claim 1, wherein the control device addi-
tionally includes an infrared proximity detector, configured to
detect when a human hand is proximate the control device.
9. The system of claim 1, wherein the control device
includes an analog switch having a plurality of positions
related to a plurality of modes of a vehicle device.
10. The system of claim 1, wherein the control device
includes a digital switch having a plurality of positions related
to a plurality of modes of a vehicle device.
11. The system of claim 1, wherein the adjustment of the
position of the virtual control of the display device is per-
formed by touching a predefined portion of the touch screen.
12. The system of claim 1, wherein the display device is
further configured to display instructions for adjusting the
plurality of positions of the control device.
13. The system of claim 1, wherein the display device is
further configured to transmit data regarding the second posi-
tion of the virtual control after the virtual control has been
adjusted from the first position to the second position and
wherein the processing device is further configured to receive
the data regarding the second position from the display device
and adjust a vehicle device, having a plurality of modes and
operably connected to the control device, from a first mode to
a second mode.
14. A vehicle control system for a vehicle, the system
comprising:
a plurality of control devices, each control device having a
plurality of positions, wherein each control device is
configured to transmit data regarding a first position of
the control device when a hand is proximate to the con-
trol device;
a plurality of vehicle devices, each vehicle device being
configured to be controlled by manipulation of a corre-
sponding control device;
an audio-capture device, wherein the audio-capture device
is configured to capture audio commands and transmit
data containing the audio commands;
a camera configured to capture an image of a control
device, capture an image of a hand proximate to the
control device and configured to transmit captured
image data, the captured image data representing a cap-
tured image of the control device and a captured image
of a hand proximate to the control device; and
a processing device coupled to the plurality of control
devices, the camera, the plurality of vehicle devices and
the audio-capture device, wherein the processing device
is configured to:
receive from the audio-capture device at least the data
regarding the first position of a control device;

receive the captured image data from the camera and
determine from said captured image data whether a
hand is proximate to the control device from said
captured image data;

identify the control device transmitting the data using
the captured image data;

receive the data containing the audio commands from
the audio-capture device;

match the audio command to a predefined command
from a set of predefined commands specified for the
control device transmitting the data; and

transmit a signal to a corresponding vehicle device con-
trolled by the control device transmitting the data,
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wherein the signal sets a mode of the vehicle device
based on the predefined command corresponding to
the audio command.

15. The system of claim 14, wherein the audio-capture
device is configured to only capture audio commands during
a period when a hand is proximate to the control device.

16. The system of claim 14, further comprising a display
device, wherein the display device is configured to:

receive at least the data regarding the first position and

identity of the control device from the processing
device;

visually display an illustration of the control device, the

illustration of the control device being a virtual control
for the vehicle device transmitting the data and showing
at least the first position and identity of the control
device; and

wherein the processing device is configured to generate an

output regarding a second position of the virtual control
based on the predefined command corresponding to the
audio command, and transmit an output regarding the
second position of the virtual control, and wherein the
display device is configured to receive output regarding
the second position of the virtual control and visually
display the virtual control showing the second position,
updating the visual display of the virtual control to show
a second position of the virtual control that matches the
current mode of the vehicle device based on the audio
command when matched with the predefined command.

17. The system of claim 16, wherein the display device is
further configured to display text of at least one available
audio command from the set of predefined commands speci-
fied for the control device transmitting the data.

18. The system of claim 14, wherein the processing device
is further configured to transmit a data signal having an audio
output which describes at least the identity and function of the
control device.

19. A vehicle control system for a vehicle, the system
comprising:

a control device attached to an instrument panel of the

vehicle, said control device having a plurality of posi-
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tions, wherein the control device is configured to trans-
mit at least data regarding a first position of the control
device;
a vehicle device, configured to be controlled by manipula-
tion of the control device;
a camera, wherein the camera is configured to capture an
image including at least the control device, a hand proxi-
mate to the control device and transmit image data rep-
resenting a captured image of said control device and the
hand;
a processing device coupled to the control device, the
vehicle device and the camera, wherein the processing
device is configured to:
receive at least the data regarding the first position from
the control device;

identify the control device transmitting the data;

receive the image data from the camera and determine
from said image data whether the hand is proximate to
the control device; and

transmit at least the data regarding the first position of
the control device and identity of the control device
when the hand is proximate to the control device; and

adisplay device coupled to the processing device, wherein

the display device is configured to:

receive at least the data regarding the first position and
identity of the control device from the processing
device;

visually display an illustration of the control device that
is proximate the hand, the illustration of the control
device being a virtual control for the vehicle device
and having a plurality of virtual positions correspond-
ing to the plurality of positions of the control device,
wherein the virtual control shows at least the first
position and identity of the control device; and

allow adjustment of the plurality of virtual positions of
the virtual control to at least a second virtual position
of'the virtual control, wherein the second virtual posi-
tion of the virtual control is different from the first
position of the virtual control and causes a corre-
sponding change in the operation of the vehicle
device.



